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Abstract 
Increasing demand for food from a growing human population is leading to adverse 
environmental and health consequences. The emerging topical issue of sustainable eating 
and diets might offer new opportunities for the training of nutrition professionals. Ongoing 
research is uncovering synergies between how dietary patterns can meet both health and 
environmental goals. Yet this area is a challenge for the nutrition professions, as relevant 
education often involves politically driven, systems-leadership style thinking, which is drawn 
from a less familiar evidence base than traditional nutritional sciences.  As pressures mount 
to achieve sustainability agenda goals, new evidence appraisal and educational input are 
essential to support the potential role of nutrition professionals. This article appraises 
sustainable eating and diets, as well as considering the value of better education to be 
embedded more consistently within nutrition curricula and Continued Professional 
Development (CPD), to achieve sustainability literacy for nutrition professionals. The 
importance of stronger advocacy skills and collaborative leadership is also highlighted, as 
well as the need for more effective high-level policy involvement. Recommendations for 
how nutrition professionals can be more effectively equipped for this emerging and 
dynamic area of professional practice are provided.  
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Introduction 
The current food system is unsustainable and ‘distorted by inequalities of access’ (Lang 
2015). More than enough food is generated for the 7 billion population, yet half the global 
population is malnourished (FAO 2015) and about 2 billion are deficient in key 
micronutrients (FAO 2014). The consequent ‘double burden’ of disease (obesity and 
malnutrition), partially driven by ‘the nutrition transition’ (Popkin 2002) to increased dietary 
intakes of refined sugars, fats, oils and processed meats, is related to a pandemic of ill-
health, which in the UK costs the NHS £6 billion each year (BMA 2016; Fitzpatrick & Young 
2017). If unchecked, it is predicted that by 2050 current dietary trends will cause significant 
damage to the environment (e.g. biodiversity loss and increased pollution), as well as 
increased ill health (i.e. higher prevalence of chronic non-communicable disease). The 
implementation of solutions to address the tightly linked ‘diet–environment–health’ 
trilemma is, therefore, a pressing global challenge (Tilman & Clark 2014). 
 
There is increasing food demand for the growing human population, from an already 
challenged food system that is stressed by the degradation of global ecosystems (Frey & 
Barrett 2007). Globally, food production accounts for around a quarter of all Greenhouse 
Gas Emissions (GHGe) (Vermeulen et al. 2012), the majority of which result from the rearing 
of livestock for meat, dairy and eggs, which generate 18%-20% of total GHGe (Green et al. 
2015).  Animal agriculture and industrial agriculture are clear drivers of unsustainable 
climate change (FAO 2006; UNEP 2016).  The UK has a target to reduce GHGe by 80% from 
1990 levels by 2050 (UK Government 2008). Government has also recognised the pressure 
on the availability of water for use in agriculture and the need to reduce this impact (DEFRA 
2006). Optimising land use for food production, such as reducing the amount of land 
required for the rearing of meat, would have a positive environmental impact in a range of 
ways. In order to achieve climate change–related targets, and mitigate the harsh effects of 
climate change, agriculture and food production methods need to change, as well as dietary 
intake patterns (Bajzelj et al. 2014; MacDiarmid et al. 2012). 
 
In general, the UK population does not currently consume the right balance of food 
recommended for either a healthy or a sustainable diet (Harland et al. 2012). The UK 
National Diet and Nutrition Survey continues to report high consumption of free sugars, salt 
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and saturated fat and low intake of fruit and vegetables (PHE 2016). An ‘unhealthy’ dietary 
pattern is strongly associated with, and causally linked with, a number of chronic, complex 
conditions, such as obesity, cardiovascular disease, some cancers and type 2 diabetes (BMA 
2016). It is suggested that a more sustainable diet can be achieved by reducing meat (red 
and processed meat in particular) and dairy products in the diet, and replacing these with 
appropriate plant-based proteins, such as beans and pulses, and plant-based dairy 
alternatives; an eating pattern that aligns with recommendations in the Eatwell Guide (PHE 
2016). There is growing evidence of the link between the consumption of large amounts of 
red and processed meat and poor health outcomes (Cross et al. 2007; Kontogianni et al. 
2008)). This may be related to the high saturated fat content of animal products, high salt 
levels in processed meats and to the displacement of fruit and vegetables and cereals by 
high meat consumption (Scarborough et al. 2012). There are, of course, important 
nutritional implications for meat reduction, such as potential mineral (e.g. iron or zinc) 
depletion (Millward & Garnett 2010), highlighting the need for nutrition professionals in 
advising on dietary changes.  
 
‘Sustainable eating’ is known to be a broad and complex issue, which lies at the intersection 
of public health, environmental health and the business of food (Garnett 2014; Lang & 
Barling 2013). Food is a massive industry and the many key players involved have differing 
interests (Tansey 2015). There is a call for stronger multi-sector leadership in championing a 
sustainable ecological approach to the food system (Food Research Collaboration 2014). 
There is opportunity for nutrition professionals to be part of this discourse, but are they 
equipped for this role? 
 
Nutrition professionals and sustainability 
Relatively little has been written specifically about the potential role of nutrition 
professionals in pushing the sustainability agenda. This is surprising given they are educated 
in competencies around the therapeutic use of food, nutritional adequacy, health 
improvement and healthy eating (BDA 2014; AfN 2018) and that environmental 
perspectives are increasingly influencing debates around healthy eating (Lang & Barling 
2013; PHE 2016). With global pressures mounting to achieve the Sustainable Development 
Goals (UN SDG, 2016), which seek a more prominent role for food and nutrition (UN 2014), 
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research in the US has highlighted the enabling factors, such as self-efficacy, for dietitians to 
embed sustainability in their professional practice (Hawkins et al. 2015). In the UK, however, 
there is relatively little recognition or support for the emerging role for dietitians or 
nutritionists in promoting sustainable eating. In a recently updated Sustainable Diet policy 
statement, the British Dietetic Association (BDA) commented that the profession should be 
leading discussions on how food behaviours can affect both health and the environment 
(BDA 2017) and that dietitians are in a strong position to combine healthy eating messages 
and sustainable dietary advice. However, educational learning and curricula have yet to 
change to reflect this. UK dietetics and nutrition curricula are formed around standards of 
education and training for professional competency achievement (BDA 2013; AfN 2016; AfN 
2017) based largely on the biomedical model of health. The UN Global Action Plan for 
Sustainable Development (Fischer et al. 2015) has recognised students as important 
potential change agents within their professions. Fischer et al. (2015) recommend that 
sustainability practices should be integrated into education through whole institution 
approaches, with students as active participants in the process. A major challenge is to 
embed this emerging topic throughout the nutrition profession curricula.  
 
As academic registered dietitian Erickson-Weerts (1999) stated, ‘staying viable requires 
shifting from medical models and mentality and therapeutic diets to public health arenas, 
policy and wellness’. The Giessen Declaration in 2005 highlighted how ‘new nutrition 
science’ needed to move beyond biomedical science to  address ethical concerns that 
include social and ecological factors (Beauman et al. 2005) and proposed more problem-
solving scientific approaches coupled with compassion, socio-economics and a planetary 
perspective (Wahlqvist 2005). The Giessen Declaration states that an integrative approach 
with strong technology links is needed to address human security (Beauman et al. 2005). 
This proposed change in thinking is already being embraced by some - for example, The 
Critical Dietetics movement ‘seeks to explore new ways of framing how we educate, 
practice and research in dietetics (i.e. the professional discipline of nutrition)’ (Gingras et al. 
2014). This type of change needs to be embraced more widely as nutrition professionals of 
the future are likely to have a key role in translating less familiar forms of scientific evidence 
(e.g. climate science; political science) to incorporate sustainability principles within their 
professional practice. Despite some apparent basic ‘tokenistic’ mentions of sustainability 
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within current curriculum frameworks [mainly seen within competencies covering themes 
such as ‘food chain’ and ‘health/wellbeing’ (BDA 2013; AfN 2016; 2017)], there needs to be 
more effective integration of a range of elements relating to the breadth and depth of the 
sustainable diets discourse. 
 
Understanding sustainable diets 
There are complexities surrounding definitional aspects of sustainable diets and a lack of 
one single clear definition (Atherton 2016; Mason & Lang 2017). The best-known global 
definition of a sustainable diet is ‘those diets with low environmental impacts which 
contribute to food and nutrition security and to healthy life for present and future 
generations. Sustainable diets are protective and respectful of biodiversity and ecosystems, 
culturally acceptable, accessible, economically fair and affordable; nutritionally adequate, 
safe and healthy; while optimising natural and human resources‘ (Burlingame & Dernini 
2010).  
 
This definition appears comprehensive and was created by an international committee, as 
part of a ‘Biodiversity and Sustainable Diets’ symposium hosted in 2010 by FAO, but can be 
challenging to interpret. It includes human welfare criteria, as well as 
environmental/ecological factors. Yet, these interlinking concepts are complex and some 
seem contradictory, even rival in nature (Arens 2014) as they pose great ethical and moral 
challenges. Translation of what a sustainable diet looks like ‘on a plate’ is, therefore, 
difficult, even for nutrition professionals. Until recently there was little evidence about 
whether a sustainable diet could in practice also be healthy. A study by MacDiarmid et al. 
(2012) assessed whether a reduction in GHGEs can be achieved while meeting dietary 
requirements for health. They concluded that it is possible without eliminating meat or 
dairy products or even increasing the cost to the consumer. However, GHGEs is only one 
environmental aspect of sustainable eating and so the recommendation was for future 
research to explore how food choices impact on other elements such as water use and 
waste. An extensive discussion paper by Garnett (2014) argues that a sustainable and 
healthy diet is possible, and that low environmental impact dietary patterns can be 
consistent with good health and dietary recommendations (see box 1).  
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Globally, over the past several years, dietary guidelines have been emerging that 
incorporate aspects of sustainability to varying degrees. Qatar, for example, produced one 
of the first national dietary guidelines to integrate principles of food sustainability (Seed 
2015). Similarly, Sweden and Brazil have taken radical steps to embed sustainability and 
social drivers and determinants into their national dietary guidelines [National Food Agency 
(Sweden) 2015; Ministry of Health for Brazil 2014].  
 
In the UK, the latest healthy eating model, the Eatwell Guide, was introduced in 2016, to 
replace the Eatwell Plate, putting more emphasis on plant-based foods, suggesting lower 
intakes of meat-based proteins and mentioning ‘sustainably sourced’ fish (PHE 2016). This is 
in addition to continuing to recommend diets high in fruit and vegetables and wholegrain 
carbohydrates, and low in saturated fat, free sugars and salt. Analysis by the Carbon Trust 
concluded that the dietary pattern recommended by the Eatwell Guide now ‘shows an 
appreciably lower environmental impact than the current UK diet’ (Carbon Trust 2016).  
Box 1. The key characteristics of a sustainable and healthy diet. Reproduced with 
permission (Gonzales-Fischer & Garnett 2016) 
 
• Diversity – eat a wide variety of foods  
• Balance - achieved between energy intake and energy needs  
• Minimally processed foods (including plenty of wholegrains, legumes, fruit 
and vegetables) 
• Meat, if eaten, in moderate quantities   
• Dairy products (or alternatives) also in moderation 
• Unsalted seeds and nuts  
• Small quantities of fish and aquatic products (sourced from certified 
fisheries)  
• Limit consumption of foods high in fat, sugars or salt 
• Choose oils and fats wisely (opt for rapeseed and olive) 
• Tap water in preference to other beverages 
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Dietary modelling studies have confirmed that the largest improvements in terms of both 
improving public health and reducing the impact of climate change (and water and land use) 
are gained by reducing consumption of red and processed meat (Aston et al. 2012; Riley & 
Buttriss 2011) and reduction in dairy consumption (Scarborough et al. 2012).  Garton (2017) 
provides a comprehensive and practical outline of the opportunities for nutrition 
professionals to support consumers to engage more effectively in a shift towards a more 
sustainable diet (Table 1). 
 
Table 1. Drivers for change and opportunities for shifting towards a more sustainable diet 
– the Role for Nutrition Professionals. Adapted with permission (Garton 2017).  
Driver Opportunity Role for Nutrition Professional 
Habits Non-meat or lower meat 
choices to be good value, 
accessible and desirable tasty 
choices 
Provide practical advice, such as 
meat free recipes, recipes including 
more plant protein, how to increase 
intake of fruit, vegetables and 
wholegrains 
Cultural 
significance of 
meat eating 
Draw on traditional diets 
based on lower meat and 
plant-based eating 
Educate on different types of plant-
based diets (e.g. Mediterranean diet, 
Asian and Middle Eastern cuisine) 
Price/cost Lower meat diets can save 
money and enable ‘better’ 
meat choices within the same 
budget 
Educate and provide practical 
suggestions to minimise waste and 
save money; for example, advice on 
how to use leftovers, portion sizes, 
seasonal fruit and vegetables etc.  
Interest in Health Promotion of strong public 
health messages  
Highlight benefits of healthy eating; 
practical advice to ensure nutritional 
adequacy; bust nutritional myths 
(e.g. protein and iron adequacy) 
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Awareness of the 
environmental 
impact 
Awareness raising campaigns, 
information, education and 
better labelling (where 
appropriate) 
Provide information and educate on 
the role of the food system on the 
environment; reconcile the 
nutritional and environmental 
science to give consistent messages 
about a healthy, sustainable diet 
Knowledge about 
alternatives to 
meat and dairy 
Growth in meat- and dairy- 
alternatives market provides 
opportunities for consumers 
to transition to a more plant-
based diet 
Advise on suitable alternatives to 
ensure nutritional adequacy 
 
There appears to be a good understanding of the broad conceptual definitions of 
sustainable eating amongst UK dietitians (Pettinger & Atherton 2017). Even so, a small 
sample of student dietitians reported that they do not have the confidence in their 
knowledge to apply it effectively (Pettinger et al. 2018). This small scale exploratory 
research with (student) dietitians and minimal available data for UK (student) nutritionists, 
suggests a need for more research in this area. There is a need for consensus on the 
definition of a sustainable diet, supported by the possibility of the introduction of 
professional standards in the area (Mason & Lang 2017). As well as improving education, 
skills and extending the remit of evidence-based based practice, these actions might allow 
sustainability to form a stronger part of dietetic and nutrition curricula, so that associated 
values can be translated and embedded within nutrition professional practice.  
 
Sustainable food choices –a quandary for consumers?  
Previous experiences, gender, socioeconomic status and global food supply patterns are just 
some of the factors that can influence food choices (Caraher & Coveney 2004). Consumers 
are also influenced by nutrition and health messages from a range of different sources, 
some of them conflicting (Webb & Bryd-Bredbenner 2015). The sustainable diet agenda is 
likely to add to the plethora of messaging, and potentially confuse consumers further 
(Mason & Lang, 2017). This presents opportunity for nutrition professionals as their skills 
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will be increasingly needed to help consumers make both sustainable and healthy food 
choices. 
 
There are suggestions that individuals who are more concerned about food sustainability 
(e.g. ethical beliefs, environmental concerns and local production) have a healthier diet 
(Alles et al. 2017). On the other hand, there is evidence that the nutritional quality of a diet 
does not necessarily equate to how sustainable it is (Vieux et al. 2013). In terms of 
economics, the influence of socioeconomic status on food choice and dietary behaviours is 
well-established (Cummins et al. 2010; Darmon & Drewnowski 2008; UK DEFRA 2011) and it 
is known that low income and area deprivations are barriers to purchasing healthier foods in 
the UK (Marmot 2010). Disadvantaged groups are also known to experience the greatest 
inequality in affordability of a healthy and sustainable diet (in a study which used a 
hypothetical ‘healthy and sustainable’ food basket) (Barosh et al. 2014).  
The lack of consensus on what constitutes a sustainable dietary pattern is likely to be a 
barrier to encouraging consumers to make sustainable food choices. One study of adults 
from 842 households in Nottinghamshire (UK) (Clonan et al. 2012) found that consumers 
gave ‘health’ reasons more frequently than it was ‘sustainably sourced’ for purchasing fish, 
although the respondents did not meet the recommended intake of fish set by The 
Department of Health. A similar conflict was identified in a subsequent paper on meat, 
whereby consumers were more likely to be motivated by ‘health’ and ‘animal welfare 
issues’ for avoiding red and processed meat than ‘environmental sustainability’ (Clonan et 
al. 2015). A study conducted by the Eating Better Alliance explored public awareness of the 
environmental impact of food and their willingness to reduce meat consumption and 
identified opportunities to shift towards a more sustainable diet (Dibb & Fitzpatrick 2014).   
The most promising drivers for change were reported to include ‘concern for health’, ‘farm 
animal welfare’ and ‘cost savings’ (all of which were rated higher than ‘environment’) and 
the barriers included ‘habitual behaviours’ and ‘cultural/personal significance of meat 
eating’. Nutrition professionals need to be able to reconcile some of these contradictions 
(see Table 1), to support consumers, regardless of their socio-demographic position and 
knowledge around sustainability, in their attempt to engage in healthy and sustainable 
eating practices.  
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Figure 1. The role of nutrition professionals in Supporting Sustainable Food Systems in the 
US.  Reproduced with permission (Tagtow and Harmon 2009). Registered Dietitians (RD) and 
Dietetic Technician Registered (DTR). 
 
Education for sustainability 
It is known that being a university student in the UK is associated with increased 
commitment to environmental sustainability (Cotton & Alcock 2013), and that universities 
are potential sites for transformation around sustainable education (Winter et al. 2015). 
However, there seem to be certain behavioural and attitudinal assumptions made that link 
higher education to sustainability and global citizenship (Shepherd et al. 2014). David Orr 
(2004) has been frequently cited for attributing environmental problems to education itself, 
stating, for example, ‘it is not education, but education of a certain kind that will save us’ 
(Orr 2004 p8). With education for sustainability increasingly seen as an important issue in 
higher education (Cotton & Alcock 2013), it has been suggested that ‘all learners should 
acquire the knowledge and skills needed to promote sustainable development’ (UN, SDG 
2016).  
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Despite the widely acknowledged importance of education for sustainable development 
(ESD) (Sterling 2012) and a more sustainable healthcare sector, there is limited literature on 
ESD for healthcare professions. Goodman (2011) argues a need for a ‘sustainability 
curriculum’ for nurses, yet minimal work has been done relating to dietetic and nutrition 
curricula.  In a recent exploratory pedagogic study by Pettinger et al. (2018), dietetic 
students (n=18) within a participatory workshop, agreed that education on sustainability 
should ‘be throughout every subject’. Earlier work by Harmon et al. (2011) explored the 
quality and quantity of teaching about food systems and sustainability for dietetic students 
in the US.  The authors reported inadequate time in the curriculum as being the most 
significant perceived barrier to expanding teaching on the food system and sustainability 
(Dawe et al. 2005). More research is needed that includes dietetic and other nutrition 
students. 
 
The education and training of nutrition practitioners should prepare individuals to diversify 
their professional role throughout their career. Figure 1 highlights some examples of 
‘extended’ roles within the nutrition profession, which are becoming established in the US 
(RD and DTR are American roles). This is particularly important in the UK as recent NHS 
bursary reform (Department of Health 2017) has reduced the number of applicants for 
dietetic courses in England.  With the expectation that this transitional phase might provide 
new opportunities for dietitians (Hickson et al. 2017) and nutritionists, there is a need to 
create innovative ‘Unique Selling Points’ (USP) for all nutrition and dietetic programmes in 
the UK. An educational curriculum for dietetic and nutrition students that emphasises 
‘sustainability literacy’ might be one such USP. This could be achieved with student led 
sustainability focused scenario-based approaches to learning (Richardson et al. 2017) that 
involves co-learning with students from other disciplines (e.g. climate science; political 
science). Such workshops could be embedded within already existing problem-based 
learning activities (Du et al. 2013). Innes and colleagues (2016) looked at the integration of 
‘environmental literacy’ in undergraduate nutrition programs in the US and found that a 2-
week food sustainability module improved students’ sustainable literacy levels. This 
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supports the ‘transformative1’ function of sustainability education (Sterling 2001) and the 
need to use a ‘sustainability lens’ through which to view the development of curricula that 
are fit for the future (Goodman & East 2014). Despite the need for better education in 
sustainability, there is some wariness in higher education about promoting such 
transformational learning beyond the student’s professional sphere because, it is thought, 
students are more likely to have their transformative experiences outside of the formal 
curriculum (Winter et al. 2015). This is where Continued Professional Development (CPD) 
plays an important role.  
More knowledge about sustainable diets is required for nutrition professionals to integrate 
this topic more consistently into professional practice (Heidelberger et al. 2017) and 
students have reported a strong desire to learn more on this topic (Pettinger et al. 2018). 
Learning for all health care professionals is life-long, a commitment to which is shown 
through CPD activities. For professional practitioners, there is scope to ‘self-educate’ by 
attending sustainability related CPD courses, such as webinars (e.g. Garton 2016; Pettinger 
& Atherton 2017) and for those practitioners with existing skills to design and deliver 
appropriate practical CPD activities (e.g. ‘how to’ guides and ‘toolkits’ to support learning 
across the profession). As indicated above, other forms of CPD (outside the formal 
education setting) need to be considered. The growing wave of active local food networks, 
for example, might provide nutrition students with the opportunity for experiential learning. 
Such networks can help to tackle food justice and inequalities (Miller 2015), although more 
evidence is needed to support this type of role in education. 
The BDA in the UK is currently developing a ‘sustainable diets’ toolkit for dietitians (BDA 
2017), but professional bodies in the US and Canada seem to be doing more to promote 
sustainable food systems at the strategic level (Wegener 2018; Carlsson 2017). The UK may 
learn from approaches taken in the US, which have included the publication of the 
‘Standards for Professional Performance for Registered Dietitian Nutritionist in Sustainable, 
Resilient, and Healthy Food and Water Systems’ (Tagtow et al 2014).  Education for 
sustainability needs to be more firmly embedded in nutrition programmes in the UK, to fulfil 
                                                 
1 Transformative learning is a pedagogic approach that promises the depth of learning appropriate to the scale 
of change that many argue  is necessary (Orr, 2004, Sterling 2001) 
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the recommendations set out in the UK Education for Sustainable Development Guidelines 
(QAA/HEA Education for Sustainable Development group 2014) and align these with recent 
Allied Health Profession public health curricula design guidance (Council of Deans 2017). 
Dietitians (and nutritionists) have an important role in addressing the many challenges of 
building a more resilient and sustainable food system (see Figure 1, Tagtow & Harmon 
2009). Harmon (2011) has highlighted the need to develop foundational educational 
knowledge and skill competencies for nutrition professionals  related to food systems and 
sustainability and it has been described  as an obligatory ‘professional growth area’ by 
Wegener (2018).   
Advocacy for sustainability 
The notion of health advocacy is perhaps most developed within Public Health frameworks, 
where health policy and advocacy are clear objectives of the Faculty of Public Health in the 
UK (Faculty of Public Health  2010). Sustainability advocacy relates to wider complex food 
system issues, pertaining to environment, society and economy, and strategic priorities now 
need to be clearly set for nutrition professionals (Carlsson et al. 2017). Some of these 
complex issues have been simplified by Mason and Lang (2017, p21). Overall, it is agreed 
that nutrition professionals need to embrace with urgency not only the ‘sustainable diet’ 
agenda but also align this within the wider health vs. ‘eco-system’ contexts (Lang 2018). 
Furthermore, the need for sustainability advocacy to be ‘people-centred’ and grow via 
‘collective agency’ is outlined in a recent toolkit produced by the International Institute for 
Environment and Development (IIED & HIVOS 2018). Nutrition professionals have an 
important role to play in supporting people to become food citizens and to advocate for 
more democratic and sustainable food systems (O’Kane 2012). 
 
Many nutrition professionals are already embracing the thinking required to champion and 
advocate for stronger leadership in the area of sustainable diets (and food systems). Some 
recognise the advancing wave of complexity-thinking which emphasises ‘non-linear’ 
contexts (Rogers et al. 2013) and promotes ‘systems thinking’ approaches to problem 
solving in food systems (Sterling 2003). Yet the complexities of this area may seem 
overwhelming to many nutrition professional. This new approach presents challenges for 
traditional ways of teaching nutrition, which are typically based on bio-medical models of 
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evidence based practice and relies mainly on reductionist research paradigms (Beauman et 
al. 2005). Extending the remit of evidence based practice to embrace more relational 
models of critical thinking for transformational learning is needed in nutrition. 
 
How nutrition professionals can pragmatically educate and advocate for the many complex 
sustainability issues in nutrition has already been explored by UK nutrition experts working 
in this area (e.g. Atherton 2016; Pettinger & Atherton 2017; Arens 2014; Garton 2017) and 
some of the potential emerging opportunities for UK nutrition professionals are highlighted 
in Figure 1.  
 
Students see their advocacy role as a way to promote their profession and ‘to gain the trust 
of the nation’ (Pettinger et al. 2018). Advocacy work is part of the professional graduate 
criteria outlined in the BDA’s curriculum framework for dietitians (BDA 2013) and the 
argument to legally protect the ‘nutritionist’ title (AfN 2018). This underlines the need for 
students to gain confidence in a range of subject areas, including sustainability, especially as 
participation in nutrition advocacy in entry-level Registered Nutritionist and Dietitians can 
be low (Kuo et al. 2016). There is a need to ensure that (sustainability) advocacy plays a key 
role in training for dietitians and nutritionists and, as such, should form a key part of 
educational curricula (and professional CPD activities). 
 
Collaboration for advocacy of sustainability  
Within their clinical role, dietitians are accustomed to working as part of a multi-disciplinary 
team, including within settings outside the hospital. Nutritionists also often work with a 
range of partners and across different sectors. Greater impact and strengthened capacity 
building can be achieved through the development of a range of partnerships (Hughes and 
Margetts 2011). This often requires working with a clear identifiable purpose across a broad 
range of organisational structures and cultures (Pettinger & Whitelaw, 2012), which can 
present challenges and even conflicts of interest, particularly when working with the private 
sector (Johnston & Finegood 2015). Some UK dietitians and nutritionists are engaged in 
collaborative sustainability advocacy across a range of sectors. For example, 
health/wellbeing advocacy within local food partnerships, a movement that is currently 
being driven by the ‘Sustainable Food Cities Network’ (Sustainable Food Cities 2017). Other 
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UK dietitians and nutritionists have been involved in leadership roles within sustainability-
related whole-setting approach award schemes such as ‘Food for life’ (Soil Association, 
2017). One recommendation might be that nutrition professional bodies create the 
opportunity to develop, deliver (and participate in) ‘sustainability-focussed’ collaborative 
leadership programmes for their members. This aligns with leadership recommendations 
set out by the UK Sustainable Development Unit (PHE 2018). It also addresses the 
‘revitalising partnerships’ element of the sustainable development goals (UN SDG 2016).   
 
Pettinger et al. (2018) explored dietetic student views around sustainability, with one 
student specifying the need for closer liaison with other nutrition professionals ‘the dietitian 
should work with accredited nutritionists to increase the number of and spread of the 
message of sustainability’. This is an interesting comment relating to the importance of 
collaboration between the nutrition professions to strengthen the impact of partnership 
working. Registered Dietitians are the only nutrition professionals with a protected title and 
regulated by law by the Health Care Profession Council (BDA 2013), and the UK Voluntary 
Register of Nutritionists (UKVRN) allows suitably trained nutrition professionals (via 
accredited courses) to call themselves Registered Nutritionists (AfN 2017). In the US, the 
professional bodies governing Nutritionists and Dietitians have combined so all are 
regulated together under one ‘academy’ (Eat Right 2018), which is a future possibility in the 
UK. Regardless of the current situation, barriers need to be broken down, as this presents a 
collaborative opportunity for all nutrition professionals to support people to combine 
healthy eating with sustainable eating. 
 
Policy and sustainability 
In response to a changing education, health and policy environment, the UK dietetic (and 
nutrition) workforces need to seek out opportunities to steer and influence local, regional 
and national policy (Hickson et al. 2017) and this includes influencing the sustainability 
agenda.  Advice from dietitians and nutritionists should be based on government policies in 
the area, and also the policies of the communities they are working with (BDA 2013, 2017; 
AfN 2018). Lawrence et al. (2015) showed how important food and nutrition policy activities 
are to the redesign of the food system needed to promote healthy and sustainable diets. 
Food policies need to account for how people – citizens, communities – are affected by the 
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food system problems we are seeking to address (Hawkes 2018). Recommendations within 
such policies include streamlining and more effective embedding of public health 
prevention within Allied Health Professional educational curricula. This should focus 
upstream on the food supply chain within a framework of policy development (Caraher & 
Coveney 2004) and thus facilitate the growth of future practitioners (Kicklighter et al. 2017). 
Power (2005) urges that dietitians and nutritionists in all positions – not just public health or 
community nutrition – have a responsibility to respond to broadest issues of food systems 
and security by being cognizant of social policies. Lang & Mason (2017) describe the role of 
nutrition professionals as being more important than ever, particularly in this ongoing 
period of dynamic policy flux, in achieving more sustainable food system in the UK. 
Dietitians and nutritionists should, therefore, be effectively trained to be proactive 
advocates for healthy, sustainable diets, seeking to influence a range of policy areas, 
including education, pricing and accessibility at a local and national level (BDA 2017).  
 
Conclusions and future directions 
Sustainability is a highly complex and fast-evolving field, and although much remains to be 
understood sustainable eating, its broad principles (e.g. increased intake of plant based 
proteins, reduced meat intake and consumption of sustainably sources fish), supported in 
the UK by the Eatwell Guide (PHE 2016; BDA 2017), can be communicated to the public. To 
translate the complex, multi-disciplinary sustainability evidence base and influence the 
sustainability agenda, dietitians and nutritionists need to ‘amplify their visibility’ (Hickson et 
al. 2017) consolidate their skills (Kicklighter et al. 2017) and become more sustainability 
literate. There is clearly a need for consensus on the definition of sustainable eating/diets, 
and professional standards for advocating for sustainable diets would support this 
development. Nutrition professionals have an important skill-set and that puts them in a 
strong position to be part of ongoing high level policy discussions in this area. But for this to 
happen, there needs to be an agreement from UK nutrition professional bodies that 
sustainability literacy is an essential part of educational training for their members (as is 
being established in the US and Canada). Curricula and professional CPD activities need to 
reflect this, so that the life-long learners of the nutrition professions are able to champion 
sustainable diets.  Extending the remit of evidence appraisal within the nutrition profession 
to include other disciplines (e.g. climate science and political science) will support 
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collaborative and transformative learning experiences. Thus substantiation of educational 
and professional qualifications can equip future nutrition practitioners with the skills, 
knowledge and aptitudes for sustainability literacy. In this manner, the nutrition professions 
can be better prepared for a future where many aspects of nutrition practice are likely to be 
affected by climate change, water and land shortage, as well as other pressing food system 
challenges.  
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